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Abstract 
Architects regularly employ design as a problem-solving tool in the built environment. Within the 
design process, architects apply design thinking to reframe problems as opportunities, take 
advantage of contradictory information to develop new solutions, and differentiate outcomes based 
on context. This research aims to investigate how design can be better positioned to develop 
greater differentiated value to an architect’s current service offering, and how design as a strategy 
could be applied as a driver of business innovation within the Australian architecture industry. The 
research will explore literature relating to the future of architecture, the application of design 
thinking, and the benefits of strategic design. The future intent of the research is to develop 
strategies that improve the value offering of architects, and develop design led solutions that could 
be applied successfully to the business of architecture. 
Architecture, Design Process; Design Thinking; Strategic Design. 
 
Architecture appears to be losing relevance to large proportions of users and potential clients. In 
2015 The Architect Accreditation Council of Australia reported that, “the built environment 
industry in Australia went into a sustained downturn in 2009 and is only now emerging into a 
patchy period of recovery” (AACA, 2015, p 7). There is an increasing consensus in the industry 
that the loss in demand may be a symptom of two issues that have been exposed as result of the 
downturn, namely a loss of relevance from focusing on the wrong issues, and increased 
competition from others within the building industry. Herein lies the opportunity for architects, 
architecture firms and the architecture industry as a whole to look to design thinking, design-led 
innovation and strategic design in order to reframe and reinvent their product, service offerings and 
business model in order to gain and remain relevant in the future.  
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Background 
It is reasonably understood amongst practitioners, that architecture is increasingly facing disruption 
from changing technology and competition. Architects relevance as individuals and as an industry 
is altering.  “As our markets dried up, as our deliverables and services were no longer needed, and 
as lifelong practitioners were let go by the thousands…. we as architects faced a disruption that 
could only be described as destruction” (Moser, 2014, p. ix). Moser explains the loss of relevance 
(2014) as a result of over specializing and continuously under-delivering, resulting in a profession 
that many people view as serving no purpose (2014, p 1). Muratovski terms a designer’s loss of 
relevance as the “death spiral in design” (2015, p. 3), a situation where a designer is inspired by 
other designers or abstract ideas, rather than issues relating to the client, community or local site 
conditions. Globalization has enabled the homogenization of cultures, and as such, images of 
buildings are copied with little concern for climate, location or culture. Kevin Low calls this an act 
of “subtle plagiarism” (Low, 2010, p. 21). As an industry we have contributed to this by promoting 
buildings that appear innovative and original, often at the expense of solving core issues that would 
make the building usable as a long term prospect, such as understanding how individuals may 
occupy, maintain, or adapt the space.  
The second matter is the threat architects face regarding their value proposition. This is largely due 
to increased competition from others within the building industry, all promoting varying levels of 
design expertise, once the domain of the architect. Drafts people, building designers, project 
managers, and project-housing companies tend to produce documentation for buildings faster and 
cheaper than most architectural firms. The level of design service offered by these players is 
generally limited to no design, or design for styling and marketing. Architects need to understand 
the value of design as perceived by customers and users, and use design to differentiate their 
service from other players in order to change their value proposition, rather than trying to compete 
on price.  
The value of an architect has become one of association, rather than a skilled professional who 
applies design as a problem solving technique. Architects become brands, and buildings become 
aspirational. Low notes that a critical practice in architecture, one that gets to the core of the 
matter, should focus on issues rather than association (2010, p. 33). Media often express the value 
of design as a marketing tool selling the latest style. Buildings are promoted for their aspirational 
lifestyle, however architects understand the value of design quite differently. Azam explains how 
architecture only becomes meaningful and practical when it responds to the local needs of 
inhabitants, nature, and the community (2013, p. 71). A critical concern is that clients and 
consumers may not know the difference or value between a well-designed building, and one that 
has been copied from elsewhere. 
Architects have an opportunity to differentiate their product and service on value rather than price 
or style, and to develop business models that respond to clients and users critical concerns. Design 
applied to the whole of business may offer the opportunity to enhance the service and promotion of 
design, respond to changes in competition, make better use of existing design skills, whilst 
differentiating a product or service to satisfy consumer needs. 
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Design could be used to more efficiently solve ‘business’ delivery and promotion problems, 
enabling greater resources to be applied to design problems, which have the ability to create better 
outcomes for clients, customers, users and the community. 
 
Literature Review 
This research proposes to focus on three main literature areas of enquiry, namely the future of 
architecture and architects, an understanding of the tools of design thinking, and business’s search 
for innovation. At the crossroads of these disciplines is a link between an architect’s use of the 
design process, the broader application of design thinking, and the opportunity to develop 
innovation in business applying design as a strategy. The use of design as a business tool for 
innovation has been examined by a number of prominent authors and practitioners. Dunne and 
Martin (2006, p. 2) explain that when faced with a wicked problem, a designers approach differs 
from a business approach by employing abductive logic rather than deductive or inductive logic. 
The difference being that deductive and inductive logic use existing know how, where abductive 
logic asks ‘what might be’, thereby developing a new result (Dunne & Martin, 2006, p. 2). 
Although authors such as Roger Martin have applied design principles to business generally, there 
is no evidence that this has been applied to the business of architecture.  
The Danish Design Ladder (DDL) was developed in 2001 by the Danish Design Centre to classify 
the level of design activity in Danish businesses. The DDL enables us to understand at what level 
businesses participate in design, classified to 4 levels from no design, to design as styling, to 
design as process, to design as strategy (Figure 1). Business’s that can move up the DDL can take 
more advantage of design by using it as a strategic tool. An architect who can increase the level of 
design throughout their business may have the opportunity to improve relevance, competitiveness, 
and arguably their value offering, providing a better future for business sustainability. 
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Figure 1: Danish Design Ladder, Kretzschmar, (2003) 
 
Future of Architecture 
Architect’s use design as an approach to gain insight to open-ended problems. Rather than trying to 
solve the problem, architects apply tools and methods to diagnose the problem, such as 
reinterpreting boundaries, using constraints as opportunities, using empathy to understand user 
requirements, sketching to record context, modelling and prototyping to test ideas, and using 
paradox to develop new solutions (Hill, 2004, p. 16). However, this approach is generally limited 
to the design of buildings. Swett notes the “missed opportunity for architects to understand the 
importance of the design process, and it’s application as a problem solving tool, not only for 
buildings” (2009, p. 172 in Change Design). Hyde’s book ‘Future Practice’, illustrates a number of 
architects that are practicing on the ‘edge’ of architecture, applying design thinking and 
collaboration with others outside of the profession and working as civic entrepreneurs, double 
agents, and strategic designers (Hyde, 2013, p. 13). This way of reframing problems as 
opportunities is often referred to as design thinking, and is now practiced in many other 
disciplines. 
 
Design Thinking 
Design thinking is what ‘architects do’ during the design process as a way to understand context 
and provide innovative solutions. Brown defines design thinking as “a discipline that uses the 
designer’s sensibility and methods to match people’s needs with what is technically feasible and 
what business strategy can convert into customer value and market opportunity” (2008, p. 3). 
Liedtka details a number of visualisation tools used during design thinking such as journey 
mapping, value chain analysis, mind mapping, brain storming, concept development, assumption 
testing, rapid prototyping, customer co-creation, and learning launch (2014, p. 41). Design thinking 
enables a diagnosis of the situation, moving beyond the assumptions and symptoms towards the 
underlying problem, where one could reframe the core issues as an opportunity for action. Using 
modeling, sketching and prototyping, architects can further investigate scenarios that bring 
together what appear to be paradoxical positions, clarifying and simplifying a response. The result 
is contextual and appropriate as it born of the deep understanding of that circumstance. There 
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would be considerable advantages then, if an architect extended the practice of design thinking 
used for building design, and applied this to the whole of their business. Business then becomes 
design, and not a separate activity. 
 
Design For Business 
As designers, architects constantly question assumptions and move boundaries. A business 
approach to problem solving can limit potential because it is comfortable working within known 
boundaries. Moving outside of ones knowledge can cause uncertainty. Pink notes how a business 
approach often avoids this opportunity. “One skill is “boundary crossing.”..… Their expertise is so 
great in one area that they feel like amateurs in other domains-and therefore avoid them” (Pink in 
Nbbj 2009, p. 169). Martin explains (2009, p. 23) that a business approach often lacks balance 
between exploration and exploitation, with businesses relying too much on exploiting an 
opportunity discovered during exploration, and not enough time spent looking for the next 
opportunity. Design as an approach is constantly looking to find new opportunities as the social, 
cultural, political and economic context changes. While design can assist business in identifying 
and creating value, business can teach design how best to execute, scale, and defend innovation for 
long term profits (Liedtka, 2010, p. 10). Organisations that can develop a balance of both 
approaches may be able to sustain a long-term competitive advantage over those that stay 
comfortable with business as usual. At the midpoint of these areas of inquiry is an opportunity 
where architects knowledge of the design process could be applied as a strategy for developing 
competitive business advantage. Design thinking offers a vehicle in which to inform business 
innovation as it already does for building innovation (Figure 2). 
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Figure 2: Proposed Research Foci 
 
Research Questions 
• How is ‘design’ currently being valued from within and from outside the Australian 
Architecture Industry? 
• How might the Australian Architecture Industry create, capture, and promote increased value 
from design in the future? 
 
Discussion of Future Work 
Business is most comfortable with stable quantifiable variables with which to base decisions. The 
increasing rate of changes to economic, social and political environments requires a much more 
adaptable and responsive method to decision making to stay relevant and viable. As noted by 
Liedtka (2010, p. 9) “design is tailored to dealing with uncertainty”. Designers embrace chaos 
using it to reframe problems as opportunities. The architect’s design thinking approach to problem 
solving yields innovative and contextual results that existing analytical business processes are 
unlikely to achieve. This approach is becoming more relevant with the instability of world markets. 
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The continuously changing social and business environment calls for a methodological approach 
that takes account of opportunities as they arise, and adjusts and develops business to respond to 
those changes. 
The future intent of the research is to investigate a diverse range of Australian architectural 
practices to ascertain their level of design integration graphed on the DDL. This will illustrate 
where design is being used beyond the discipline of building, further integrated into a business to 
promote their value offering. The aim is to identify companies that are using design skills and 
knowledge as an innovation tool for business, and understand how that contributes to their 
relevance and competitiveness. In contrast, we are interested in understanding if consumers make 
decisions from the value they place on design rather price alone. We are still to define methods for 
how this can be achieved within the confines of architectural design. 
Based on the results of this investigation, we hope to develop tools and methods that architects can 
apply to their business to assist in promoting opportunities from their design differentiation, 
specifically issues that meet client, consumer and users wants and needs.  
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